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Saints, Strangers and Indians
(Eph. 5: 15-20)

My text is very short: "Be filled with the Spirit, always
and for everything giving thanks". (Eph. 5: 20). i^'For
everything..", says Paul. So turn back with me 372 years to
Plymouth, in the—year 1620, and let us give thanks for the three
kinds of people who gathered there and gave us our first
Thanksgiving Day—the Saints, the Strangers, and the Indians.

i • Let us thank God for the Indians first, because our
American history is a little low on this kind of thanksgiving, and
because without the Indians there would have been no Thanksgiving.
The pilgrims did not land, as some think, on a wild, uninhabited
coast. They didn't land on a Rock, either, but on fields that had
already been cleared for planting by the Indians.

Near where they landed they found a supply of seed corn
buried in the sand for the winter, and promptly dug it up.
"stuffing their pockets with the red, blue and yellow [grains of]
maize". (Willison, p. 150). So before they had so much as spoken
to the Indians they had stolen their corn. And that corn saved
their lives. Without it they would have had no crops the next
year, no harvest, and no Thanksgiving, They would all have been
dead. Even with the corn, half of them died anyway.

The Indians saved their lives in more ways than that.
The first Indian they actually met to talk to came striding into
Plymouth in broad daylight and sent them scrambling for their guns.
But he stopped, opened his mouth and spoke in English, which
astounded them,—spoke the one word, "Welcome". And-t£4y did
welcome them, those Indians. They taught them how to plant corn,
and where to fish and how to fertilize the cornfields—burying two
or three small fish in each corn hill. Thank God for the Indians.

I am glad to report that six months later the Pilgrims
were able to repay the Indians for the corn they had stolen. I am
glad also that they felt indebted enough to them to invite them to
that-;first Thanksgiving feast, though ttie^rwre rrcrlittne“ sxrrpirreed
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that first Thanksgiving feast, though they were no little surprised
when the invitation brought not only the chief, Massasoit, but also
90 of his hungriest braves trooping in to dinner. There were more
Indians than Pilgrims there, and they almost ate the Pilgrims out
of house and home. But it was worth it. The treaty of peace
between the Pilgrims and the Wampanoags lasted for two generations.

I could wish that more of the story of our relations with
the Indians had been as friendly as that, but I am grateful at
least for this early lesson learned in those first days of American
history: People who are different need not be enemies. They can
learn to live together to the mutual enrichment of each.

It was a lesson the Pilgrims had learned from their
Bibles. "For he [Christ] is our peace," they read, "who has made
us both one and has broken down the dividing wall of hostility. .. so
making peace. (Eph. 2:14). The Pilgrims did more than believe
that. They practiced it, jind soon their little church was inter-
racial. "Praying" Indians,^ like Squanto, were accepted into the
fellowship without question, for _ as Governor Bradford said, they
are "special instrument[s] sent of God for [our] good beyond [our]
expectations." (Willison, p. 185). So thank God for the Indians.

II. Let us also, today, thank God for the Strangers.
There were more than racial differences around the tables in
Plymouth that first Thanksgiving. There were religious differences
as well. For there were two kinds of Pilgrims: Saints and
Strangers. Both kinds were Christians, but different.

The Saints were the separatists, the Pilgrim leaders, who fk-
for conscience' sake and for freedom had fled from England rather
than submit to the church ordinances of their persecutors, the
Church of England. The Strangers, on the other hand, were not that
particular about details of church order. They were milder souls
theologically. They felt none of the stirrings of the righteous
ecclesiastical anger of the more prickly Saints. To them the
Church of England was still "our dear Mother", not the "Beelzebub
of Canterbury" which the Saints were growling about. But for
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various reasons the Strangers, too, wanted to sail to the New

World, and to the credit of the Saints they did not exclude them.

Those Pilgrims had far more tolerance than most of their

critics today will admit. They were ndt tight little, pious group

of witch-hunting preachers. For their first nine years they didn't

even have a preacher—no regular pastor at all. A layman preached,

Elder Brewster. And contrary to the popular myth, Plymouth was not

church-controlled. They did not even let the^church perform

weddings. On the basis of Biblical precedent (the Book of Ruth),

the Pilgrims decided that marriage was the business of the civil

magistrate. And civil officials elected by the ^
community,

controlled the church, not the other way around (See Sweet, Story

of Religion in America, p. 51) . So there was no self-righteous

discrimination by the Saints against the Strangers. That came

later, but not from the Pilgrims.

As a matter of fact, the Pilgrims most of us know best

(thanks to Longfellow), were the Strangers, not the Saints. Miles

Standish was a Stranger. So was John Alden, a hired hand. To the

end of his days Captain Miles Standish refused to join the little

Pilgrim church. But thank God for Miles Standish. You see, not

all the Indians were friendly. A few years later, another group of

colonists, secular traders, arrived and settled a short distance to

the north. They had no use for the pious, Psalm-singing Pilgrims.

As someone has said, "they found two kinds of people in the New

World, Christians and Indians, and they much preferred the Indians

(A.M. Josephy, American Heritage Bk. of Indians, 1961, p. 173)

.

But before their first winter was out these same men were

crying to the Christians to keep the Indians from murdering them. 'Vk-lu

Lacking the self-discipline of the Pilgrims* ^fehey had run through

all their provisions and had taken to begging and stealing from the

Indians. The Indians not unnaturally made plans to wipe them out,

and the frightened traders turned to the Pilgrims for help. But

the Pilgrims were not warriors. They turned to Captain Miles

Standish, the Stranger, and the Captaian bravely set out for the
K/ h-ikimj tvcl ywn)
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rescue with only eight men against Indians who were spoiling for a
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war. Finding himself outnumbered, Standish challenged the biggest

Indian brave to a one-on-one fight, managed to wrestle the Indian's

knife away from him, and killed him with his own weapon. The other

Indians, who respecting a brave man when they saw one, dropped

their plans for war.

Thank God for the Strangers. It is a dangerously

unprotected world for both saints and sinners without them. I am

grateful for this second lesson from our earliest American history,

that Christians of different denominational persuasion can learn to

live together and work together, and even worship together. Thank

God for the Strangers.

HI . But above all, let us today—thank—God—for—the

Saints. The Indians and the Strangers are lessons in peace and

tolerance, which are important. But the saints are a lesson in

faith, which is more important.

The name, of course, is misleading. "Saints" has an

unpleasantly self-righteous twang about it today. But they called

themselves saints not because they thought they were so holy, but

because that was the common, ordinary New Testament word for

believers, for Christians. We have conventionalized them out of

all recognition—black clothes, high white collars and those stiff,

black stove-pipe hats. That was only for Sunday. The rest of the

week they looked more like 17th century Robin Hoods than Pilgrims.

The dressed mostly in the russet browns and greens of English

yeomen, and loved even brighter clothes. We have a record of part

of Elder Brewster's wardrobe: one red cap, one white cap, one

quilted cap, one lace cap, to say nothing of his violet coat and

'one paire of green drawers" (Willison, p. 8).

They liked bright clothes and games and good food. So

when the harvest was in they threw a three-day party, with sports

and games for all. And especially food: five whole deer, roast

duck, roast goose, clams, eels, white bread, corn bread, leeks and

watercress, with wild plums and dried berries for dessert. And the

Saints and the Strangers and the Indians all together gave thanks



for everything, as our text commands.

But the text says, "give thanks always for everything."
It was easy to be thankful for everything during those three

wonderful Thanksgiving days. But then came the snow, and after the

snow came the starving days. And fry^that time, it was only the

Saints who were still giving thanks 'They all loved clothes and

games and food. But the saints loved God still more, and this it

was that gave them—only 17 men and 10 women, the Saints— a force

of character and an endurance of faith that has lifted them in

history far above the Strangers and the Indians by whom they were

much outnumbered. They had faith. So they gave thanks, even in

the starving days.

. "For summer being done," wrote Governor Bradford,^ "all
things stood against them with a weatherbeaten face... [but God's]
mercies endure... For they knew they were pilgrims, and looked not
much on those things, but liftf aup their eyes to the heavens, their
dearest countrie... Granted the dangers were great," he continued,
"but [they were]not desperate; the difficulties were many but not
invincible... [A] 11 great and honorable actions are accompanied
with great difficulties, and must be both enterprised and overcome
with answerable courages..." So wrote Gov. Bradford.

I hope that that kind of faith will leave its mark on us
,
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today. We live in an anxious age too. But we have a great
heritage, the heritage of our ancestors in the faith, those

\

stalwart "Saints" of Plymouth who had anxieties of their own but
met them with fortitude and hope. Thank God for their "great and
honorable actions". Thank God for their "enterprise" and
"answerable courage". Thank God for the Saints .

But even as I say it, I know they would dissent. They
were great dissenters. And they knew their Bibles better than we
do. "Don't thank God for us", they would say. "Finish your text,

man". And the full text, of course is;

"always and for everything giving thanks in the name of our
Lord Jesus Christ to God the Father".

On Thanksgiving Day the Saints—and that still means us who are not
ashamed to call ourselves Christians—the "Saints" will still qive
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thanks, as always, in everything, for the Lord Jesus Christ.
A /\

- Samuel Hugh Moffett


